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. . Reéaders in the Compositfon Course: - . T
. Why They Fail,/wa we Can Make Them Work

-

ook ipdustry-is more pro-

, : . , < .
lific today than the branch which produces freshman readers. ‘
.
< ; .
Indeed, if you are like me, every time you reach in your °*

\ )
mailbox, you pull out the latest offering, doubtlessly a boak .

N )

with a' title that sounds about like the title of ‘the book you

g'pulled out the day before. One major p%Plisher currently has
: ’ ] . ) .
a program to introduce three néy readers into the market %&ach .

o year for the next several years. Clearly, the market is a

: ) " lucrative one; while handbooks come and go and rhetorics have

» .

2 ) thed¥r day in the sun, the Teaders live on--standard baggage

: of the Gomposition course. And writing teachers are appdrent- " .
¢ - ~ - * ! A . v
ly willing to try new readers aslfast as editors can edit them

. N .
. F

| o
and publishe;s can get-them into print.

!

- \ What bothers" ne aboUt$F11 this is not our eagerness to

. ¥ N . '
tf& new readers, for our doing so suggests a certain vitality, - -

¢

%n most readers to- ' .
~

. 4 f .
fine material, pro-

a healthy effort to experiment and /freshen

“~

Nor do 1 quarrel with the selections found

course material.

»

N o ﬁzy; by and large there is an.abundance of

‘\ . .
N
(U

. e - ! -
' vocative and,varled‘enougi.fo appeal tQ every taste, contempo-. e

-~
’ Pl ""
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. * . "
%) o | :
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about the way we use readérs for«I suspect we rarely stop

-, 4 - - ’ -
rary to classical: I do have some reservations, howeﬁer,

to consider exactly how thex\flt 1nto the wr1t1ng course.

4%
Qver the past fivé years, most of Us here have probably g1ven

hd <

, cons1derab1e thought to the way we teach wr1t1ng, and I sus-

¥

pect that many of us have altened our methods, probably

moving closer td.the process approach ;han we were before. ' P

-

But I wonder if we have given comparable thought to the way

we use readers.. How many of us feel- sat15f1ed at the end of . .
14 -
‘2 term with the use we have made of the reader? . And how many

«

0f us have managed to make .the reader compatible with teach- a
+ . < »

. - , + Lo - '

1ng writing as a process?‘ Indeed, 1 1t even possible to do so? f

That, in essence, is the question I wish to explore today

.
Can reader% be used‘ product1vely in a composltlon course sthat
treats wrltrng as a process? I believe'they ca ,,and I plan o N
© o tQ suggest ‘a wak o make readers work, perhaps even make them i 2
o ¢gentral, in the wr1t1ng'c1assroom.\ But before doiné so; 1. R
iy . f .. ¢ - »
need to “take up the issue raised in the first part of my ‘sub-
- 'citle, to.iexplain why,‘for méﬂfreaders often fail to accomp ki sh
#» . what they are supposed to do.

.
P R # . . N

- 4 . .
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2

.\ '

Roadex& are used most frequently as a source of prose models

*

-for gtudent essays. Indeed of the several doaen‘readers I look-

N

ed t in preparlnq thls paper, all but: g handful 1ns1st on model-
. < \
/1ng as a »Ital funct1on of the reader; by reading and analyzing

’
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essays, Students are supposed to write better essays then-

. B .
selves. I f1nd this the most questlonabde of the varlous

[ ”

claims made for readers, although I accept the premise that
. these 'whq' read well and in quant1ty are 11ke1y over the long

)
term to write more effcctlvely, I doubt the Hﬁnd of direct

- 3

(and often nearly magical) connectlons between readlng and

wr1t1ng suggested by magy’ textbook .editors. One such ed1tor,
for éxample, gontends #hat- fam111ar1ty with a ”few outstandlng

v

writers . . . will reat1 improve" student writing, and that
. g y P g

“this 1mprovement will occur partly ”by a kind of osm051s nl
—~ . .
" Other c1a1ms are somewhat 1ess extravagant, but as X. J and

¢ -

Dorothy hennedy put it in the new Bedford Reader, many é&ditors
I
"wax more loftily abstract the more fervently. they urge the

student to use—examples "2, Here, for 1nstance are a few pieces

of lofty prose\gathered from the prefaces of readers pu611shed

%1
- [

(or relssued) w1th1n the past year

* 1 -

'e . RN
3 ’ Y] N - . l 's , ‘(é. R ,
(1) Good-readers will observe ‘not only what' is written,,

but how. And through sensitive aftention“to such' ..

. featﬁres as \choice of words and 1mages, the form

of»sontences the shape oﬁfparagraphs and the struc-

ture of the wr1t1n& as.a Whole,,they should then ba-

» )

come better%able td" make the dec;s;on 'to embark on

thc practxce .necessary for, success 1§_wr1t1ng 5.
B . *' L} N
(2) - Thls book is de51gned to teach students to wrlte°

*

L

.- With clarlt), Vlgor,,and grace ‘and to’ secure fhglr )
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A

, : - y
commitment  to the d1s;apl1ne of wr1t1ﬁg, hot

§r .

by the prescrlptlon of rules but through the
testimony of eloquent prose.4 , ) '

A 43) I hope the material in this collecflon will Re

¥ ~ -
a source of pleasure and 1mterest > The ideas

. and rhetorloal skllls'of tELse authors wiil re-
- AN .
ward their discovery. - They should( moreover
‘ L]
\ be faken és gu1des and st1mu11 to one's own’

~ #

N writing that shows increasing skill, power and ease.”

N . » - . -
N *
» l

- .
5

These statements\are surely well-intended, but in“their ideal-"

‘-'Q . [ Y
JAsm, they overlook the d1ff1cu1t1es of uelng professional mo-

dels ror student writing. Put simply, such models, ‘as gene-

<

rally used, are not practical for the beginner; even the -

)

briefest sample essays are often longer and more tompticated--

*

both 'ih rhetorical strategies and in ideas--than those the stu-
. - — . ‘
‘dent will actually béz%}iting; and the ultimdte, if unlntended
1

s to: 1nt1m1date _the wriger.' Paul .

-

effect of such models,
Connolly puts it this way' irg students 3re requ1red to resDond

too closeiy and directly to assigned readings, they will find

LY

the essaylst s handllng of the subJect preemtlve,ﬁleaV1ng them

at a loss for wordsb 6 . ‘ ) . ‘

r

Ané perhaps the most” damaglng ‘of all ways we can preempt
W
the beglnnlng writer is by uslng models to teach narrow exp051-

N . ]

tory patterns (édémparison, causal analysls, classlflcatlon, etc.).

- In doang this we not only risk intimidation, but also trap stu-

i

‘e

c s .

=
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. '] [ LAY - . ~ T
dents into nerrow channels of thinking' that preclude inven- "

-

,tion and discovery. Most readers today are organlzed by

s “c * R . s \ R «

expository modés, and I fear that such readers inyite the - o
' N » -

most slavish sort of imitatiOnZ're
- . 1 -

- ]

cing‘the'Writing;of essays

rganizational pattern,
o /

and drawing attentivn away from more iMportant rhetorical

to a2 matter of copying a prescribed
X

~ consﬁderations'of peX¥sona, aud1ence .and purpose. An essay S
*+
"organization should grow out of these con51derat10ns rather
* h. J
..then 3 nredetermined formula imposed on the writer before he

L} . . -

even beglns;to write, S .

-

» -
.

! 1 é
A narrow approach t using~models, then, tends to restrigt
he student' 51nvedélxeness and d1t1mate1y, take from him con-
» 'y 4 -
trol of hlS o;¥ writing., But T belleve thare is anothex, more

-

;fhndanentgi'drawback to*using essays as student*models Such

models, by the%r very nature cannot fully 111u$trate the pro- f

~ a

coss’ of hritdng, cannot show students what goes into the ma-
king of a%'essay,~eollett10ns of essays must necessar11> con-

"»  tdin fanlshed products Of course, we can show'students drafts .

K

.

of an essay (as seveval readers now do with, for example two . .

verslons of 2 hennedy speech or the two. drafts of the ”Declarat!on

of.Indcpendence”) but the Jumber of essays that lend themselves -

to such a treéiment fis smaIl“ and the-writlng habits of.most
o - P

eSSaylets atre too 1rregular eccentric and diffusé to allow. us-

+ L}

’
to reproduce in print- the-process by whlch an essay emerges to- -

ward LtS £anal shapaﬁ' A number of textbook ed1tors, acknow-

. Lledgln& this fact,-have recently made efforts to cohstruct "prc- y

5 . E
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. - ' . W . .
., -+ . .cess readers&”‘or have at leastssuggested ways to look at

0' L.

essays progress., Elizabeth Penf1eld for™ ex@mpie, in '; .

Purpose ahd Pattern, asks students to place themselyes in the i
author's shoes and to “see if a p1ece offwriting could benef1t

-
from further rev1s,1on."6 But Penfield herseif admits that,

+ -~

f1nally, collect1ons of readings’ "usually show only the f1n1shed
-works, un1ntent10nally 1mply1ng that like Athena, the essay . . .

sprang forth; fully forméd, from the‘mlnd of the creator n7

,.

Annie Dillard, quot/& by Penf;eld states the . problem pointed-

. ly: ~"I wr1te by’hand draw all over the marglns, scratch every-

‘l

thing out ,"draw long arrows, use > _strange 1anguage-- the usual

y /
/! and all far tooécompllcated ‘for me to rei;eate in type or for -
. Y * . , B 2 ‘ N .
students to follow, ”8 . o . -

. -
-

Among the most reccnt efforts to demonstrate the wr1t1ng

. .
¥

] process w1th prose models is the new Eedford Reader. The éditors

L3

‘commissioned eight of "the f1£ty four pieces in the book, ask1ng

. l o s
\\\ _ profess1onals to develop essays us1ng a given pattern of expo- -

“\§¥J/§1tlon. The bobk S un1que feature (which the publlsher sees as :

-

. LI

a najor 1nnovat1on) Is a series of ”postscr1pts oft process” ig
i

which the authors discuss various problems they encountered in

g
q . ¥

N writing the commissioned essays. 9 Yh11e sﬂth an effort is note- !

-, worthy and promlslng, 1t f1na11y falls short of actually demou-/ ‘.

T
a ]

, stratlng the wr1t1ng process; unfortunately, ‘that process. probably

cannot be demonstrated fully and effectlvely in any form except -

A -
o v Vo
- . . .t

— . E] . RS I
‘o # -

I the actual* pract1ce oi compos1ng

. ¥

*If, then,‘as IOhave suggested, readers generally\YailstO'- 3“
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prov1de le01t1mate models or to demonstrate the Mrltlng pro- i

cess, what happens to them in a classroom.whgre wr1t1ng is
(

.

tauuht as a. proce559 I susoect they sometimes end up as mere ’
baggage, used mote out- of tradjition than need (or out of the .
instructor's sense of guilt for- hav1ng asked students to buy

a flfteen doll text): .Some_teachers reduce readers to sti-

muli zor class discussiop, often splitting the course ‘into

two unrelated components--one about writing and another dbout

4
-

-~

1ueaa” or '"popular culture " The danger here is that the

. . At Y i s
essay colléction-can become a mere filler between writing

b3 ’

- ) . ' . » i =~ 2 . *e
assignments, lending littler support to the ,students' writ%ng, -

which. should, after all, be the focus of the course.

« =
. N
~
:

-

Ly AL .

Haxlno outl1ned some of the ways readers don't work, I

- would Jow llke to propose a few pract1€21 ways I thgnk tHey,

L]

can work can, in fact, become central in the development ard’

gshapfné of dideas. " Sbme of these suggest1ons can be adapted ’ Y
. , ,

for individual 3551gnments, but they cdan also be used as a ge-

quence of as;agnments, ‘and even as a means of organ1h1ng an

‘entire course. t, : ‘*<7?‘-

\‘ *
. . . < . Yo
, What follows, then, is a tentative answer of "yes" to the .
N T AN .
* question I.posed early in this paper: Can readers be productive s
: ’ : o ¥ ' = M . . . ‘
in a composition course that tregts writing as a‘plziocess?10

v [y

The first and ‘most naturalf

to generate writing from g -
reading is tb solicit subjectlve reactions to prose pdssages. - \3“
: ~- 7
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This is essent1a11y a pr@ wr1t1ng technigue that can immerse

stﬁﬁents in the process of wr1t1ng from the very first class :

-

* .

meeting. Varlatlons are probably'endless but I 51mp1y ask

e

students to keep a runnlng notebook of the1r responses, wri-

tlng at least a page for each a551gned read1ng I make the L -i

responses (at least in the beg1nn1ng of the term) as unstruc-

tured as possible.. The responses, ﬂhlch are read aloud in

N - > 3

class, discuésed, and eventually used to develop essay topics, ..
range from direct comments on the ‘essayist's 1deas to straight- <

forward sumhary go observations of the mostktancential sort-'-

- 4

perhaps a 51ngle word or 1mage tr1gger1ng a: perso% 1 recollec-
1

tion or ca111ng forth an 1ssue completely unrelated to the

o .

reading material. - o ' , h

This method of subjectivé response is, of course, a form .
of directed frce writing.' And when done over a period of time,

the responses become a kind of Journal that I f1nd more valuable

-

than)the sort of personal journal typlcally used, in the qomp051-.
tIon course fqr one,thlpg, the reading journal is, as. a rule,
less purely expressite than most journals, and thus' more use-
ful in' the public forum of the classroom as a source for writing

J .. . b
and discussion about writing. To me, however, ‘the greatest ad- -

.

vantage of the readlng Johrnal 1s the ong01ng writing practice

it provides; the regular composing keeps attentlon focused on .

the readlngs and oh the generating of ideas for formal essays.
The Journal can yield two or more such essays fairly early .
H &
in the¢ course. ‘These need not be slavishly tisd to the readings;

-
1]

“ R .

9 ’ g . L.
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.

, ~

in:fact, they can.be related in the most indirect‘way to what

the student originally recorded as a‘subJectlve response. The
W .

-

collectlon of essays, then, more than just a source qf models
-

- ¢

4
which may* intimidate the beglnnln6 erter, becomes a sprxng-

-

. board for 1deas that eventually and oraduallz develop into

!
‘"essays--after much 1ncubat1on -and exploratlon,gand w;th the help

l -
v

of the 1nstructon and the’ student's peezs.

A second way to use the reader for generating writing'is

- . . - - 5 .‘ .
more-traditional, nearer to the sort of close reading and ana-
<‘ - - )

- lysis often’ used for prose models in Writing courses. As the

3 [8

student's subjective responses develop over a few ‘weeks, the .
L H - -

instructor can gradually steer the ‘writing in the journals‘ *

.

away iIrom expressive and toward referential prose,‘asking stu-

- ¥

dents to developsabstracts of essays or to discuss the main\; -

N a

points developed in on€ of the essays. The writdng graduelly'

becomes more dellberate, more functional ahd academlc. -
!

»

4 - .

The hr1t1n0’d0ne in this stage of a course can serve as_

pre- wr1t1ng fo formal, analytical essays. The resp0nses to .

v

the rcadings become ways of exploring and note taklng, means

-

of gaining famlllarlty with an essay before wr1t1ng a%out it.

Students can write several kinds of analytic responses,, finally
scttling on one of them as the seed for a formal expository

+ essay. Or they can develop arguments in support of or opposed

to a position, taken by an essayist in the reader. Here again,

though, the student's paper néed not be a narrow, diréct re- s

spoﬂse’to the essay. A persuasive ‘paper that grows indiregt-




'greater restrictions on .the student than either of the eat-

. ed”
-,

~
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ly out of the student's ana1yt1c responses to an essay or

nroup ofrossa)s is 11ke1y to "be more, engaglng than_a mere

'.refutatron or,

""model."

. . -
writing course is through dirett imitation.

¢

worse,

t

.

-

This
: »

’ . O\

a repetition of the points made in the

A third an@lfinal way-of making readings central to the

piaces

" . lier formulas, and perhaps’ it undercuts the aim .of teaching.

writing ‘as a process.
[

LY

-

introducing it late in the course

1

ful in helchtenlng a student S awareness of style

-

its rhetorical strategles

-

= students to. take a passage and closel

pﬁrod)) its t0ne

~ 2

A Y

But imitation dan be partfcularly use-

I ask

y imitate (or perhaps

its sty11st1c features, Or one or more of

or take pleasure in worklng closely with deta11s.

Fo; some students, the exerc1se

‘can be geénuine fun--espec1a11y if they have a knack for pamody

. Instructors might Jfind little time for th1$ third. klnd

of aSSlgnment during a slngle term. b

Cussion.of style,

models -have been explored in some detail.

I'd suggest,
¥

only after the' less restrictive uses of prose

t &

1]’1 8.'11}’ case,
' Vi

in conjunction with a dis-

I can think of no-

thing mqre deadly than starting~a course with such an assign-

ment;

students,

hut,

introduced ar the tight
’ %

it can have good results.

7ime and with the‘right

-

L]



’, . s . < LY .- - - - /
. .o L . .’ ' . /
; '\; v v .t’ . r. . « N
A F . . Hennessy--11
’ ", v % ~
& Rl RS - e k) . .
.. e . ) ~ >
: é{ . p \ .
. . 2 »
< s 9 -
Pt . » - .g X !
/.' ‘e - ' .
LA N o 4 . o
L \\a o - , T -
/' N . d -

L4

Wllllam Smaf% ’Elght Modern Essaylsts,,Brd ed. (New, York

St Martln s, k 0), P“W&l ) ‘ ‘
L . .

. ¢
X J.? Kennedy and DQrthy M. Kennedy, The Bedford Readér, (Ne&

<

:York' St Martln s, 1982), p. Vl . " ' f. |

y v

Joyce S, Stuart, Contemporary College Reader, 2nd ed

- 2 \‘\ - 0
(Glenv1q¢, Illln01s- Seott Foresman, l98l),.p xf
\ ‘ L2
Caroline Schrodes, et ‘l\, geadlngs for 'Rhetorigc, 4th ed.’ Lo
¥ . ! . '
(New York: Macmlllan, 1979), . X. . ] P

‘

Michael F. Shggrue,—The ESSay.gNew Ygrkf Magmiliah, 1981), -

' , R o
| Dy xii. | S g )

' N / : ’
Paul Connolly, Oh’gssaysi A Reader for Writers (New York: ’
Harper and Row, 1981), p. xiv.  _ ¥, ' ;

- ) . . ‘ V-
.o . . h ’ . . .
ElizabethlPenfield,-Purpose and Pattern: ZA>Rhgtorjic Reader

’ * ki N ' T «
(Glenview,. Illinois: Scott , Foresman, 1982), pp. xxiii-xxiv.
- 1 . . ,*

Penfield, p. Xxiv. R '\ -, P )
L. ), ) 1_ . .
‘Kennedy and Kennedy, pp. 1}21,.171,.229, 283, 323, 373, ™18, a
X . i 4 . o
2 - - -
464, . R : ) . .
, . w ' Ki ,‘\* . . .. : ‘

Tne follow1ng suggestloﬂs are partly, my own and partly in- -

s ¥

-splred by. @ number of sourcesiflncludlng two recent texrbooks

‘

\ .
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-
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